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The Great Work: Whitman and the End of Death in Chris Adrian’s 
Gob’s Grief (2002) 
 
In Whitman’s Civil War poetry – and in Drum Taps (1865) in particular – grief emerges 
alongside democracy as one of the poet’s key themes. These poems’ speakers, mourning 
the casualties of that war, manifest, as Leslie Jamison puts it, as figures of ‘embodied 
empathy’. (Jamison 2007, p.23) ‘I mourned’, cries the speaker in ‘When Lilacs Last in 
the Dooryard Bloom’d’, ‘and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring […] Nor for 
you, for one alone, / Blossoms and branches green to coffins all I bring’. Neither death 
nor mourning, here, are solipsistic affairs: Whitman’s expression of grief is public and 
declamatory, and consistent with his anti-hierarchical vision of American democracy – 
‘all alike [are] endear’d’ as he mourns (‘America’). Similarly, in Chris Adrian’s 2002 
novel Gob’s Grief, the eponymous protagonist, Gob (George Washington Woodhull), is 
haunted by the Civil War’s dead. Specifically, he is mourning his twin brother, Tomo, 
who ran away aged eleven to join the Union troops and was shortly thereafter shot and 
killed by a Confederate officer. Part One of the novel opens with Whitman’s vocabulary 
list for ‘Lilacs’: a page of synonyms for sorrow, including ‘Misery torture harassed 
weighed down trouble deep affliction plaintive Calamity disaster something that strikes 
down–’. (Adrian 2014, p.30) Like Whitman, however, Adrian is concerned not simply 
with the private affect of grief, but with the articulation of a productive response both to 
individual loss and mass carnage. When Whitman’s mourning persona in, for instance, 
‘When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d’ describes ‘the soul turning to thee O vast 
and well-veil’d death, / And the body gratefully nestling close to thee’, he is articulating a 
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form of cathartic elegizing that Jameson has referred to as an ‘anti-resurrectional vision 
of mourning’, in which the endgame of grief does not include a return to life of the 
deceased. (2007, p.27) Adrian’s character, however, takes a more literally productive 
approach. Abraham Lincoln appears early on in the novel, in a dream, and admonishes 
us: ‘The dead are not silent […] they are crying to come back.’ (2014, p.53) 
Correspondingly, Gob sets out to manufacture a machine that will not only bring back the 
dead, but eliminate death itself.  
 
Gob’s Grief is best described, perhaps, as a work of speculative fiction that explores the 
historical conjunction between industrialization and spiritualism. Moreover, it features 
Walt Whitman himself as a character in what John rightfully suggested is a ‘more than 
usually daring fictional representation’. This daring lies less in anything Whitman says or 
does in the novel, and more in the use to which he, as a cultural figurehead, is put by his 
fellow characters, and by how that use, in a twenty-first century novel, reflects on both 
Whitman’s legacy and the legacy of the American democratic project itself. In Gob’s 
Grief, Whitman is one of four focalizing characters that attend to Gob and are implicated 
in his bizarre undertaking. As in his own Specimen Days, Whitman appears here as poet, 
democratic spokesperson, war nurse, and grieving survivor; here, as there, he is 
positioned – both by himself and by the public – as an embodiment (or the embodiment) 
both of empathy and democracy, or, as Gob, echoing Whitman himself, puts it, he is the 
‘Kosmos […] who had the qualities of everyone and everything’. (2014, p.371) Crucially, 
however, Adrian’s novel complicates and problematizes this positioning. It asks us to 
consider the limits of both democracy and empathy by pushing these intertwined notions 
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to a macabre and bloody conclusion.  
Like Gob himself, Whitman, in the novel, is grieving the loss of a specific 
individual (a soldier called Hank Smith), but Whitman’s significance to Gob, regarding 
the building of Gob’s grand machine, lies less in this particular parallel, and more in his 
reputation as ‘the Kosmos’: Whitman as democracy, democracy as Whitman. For 
Whitman, of course, democracy was ‘a material reality of physical connections across 
space and time […] and most importantly among and through the bodies of its citizens’. 
(Sychterz 2003, p.14) In ‘Song of Myself’ (1892), Whitman declares, ‘I celebrate myself, 
and sing myself, / And what I assume you shall assume, / For every atom belonging to 
me as good belongs to you.’ While most readers might interpret this as a metaphorical 
representation of equality, of fraternity, of, as Jamison argues, an ‘embodied empathy’ 
that, in a Civil War and post-Civil War context, works alongside the Unionist supporters’ 
campaigns for increased civil rights, for Adrian’s Gob, that same democratic impulse 
must conclude with the literal return of the dead: the democratization of humanity across 
that most unforgiving of ontological borders. For Gob, then, Whitman’s symbolic 
association with this anti-hierarchical way of thinking slots him into a literal role in the 
abolition of death: who better to heal that antidemocratic breach between two planes of 
being than ‘the Kosmos’ himself? Gob’s scheme demands that Whitman be physically 
inserted into – plugged into – Gob’s enormous steam-punk apparatus: Whitman’s 
sacrificial blood – the blood of the Kosmos – is to power the dissolution of the divide 
between the quick and the dead. Whitman, however, does not die – he is pulled, 
screaming, from the machine at the last minute – and Gob’s project fails. The dead 
(mostly) remain dead; mourning must continue. 
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What, then, does Adrian’s use of the figure of Whitman suggest regarding the 
poet himself and his position in the evolving social imaginary? How might we read Gob’s 
project, its disruption, and Whitman’s role in this, in terms of both the possibilities and 
the limitations of Whitman’s still-powerful poetic visions of grief, mourning, democracy 
and death? In the novel, Gob’s ‘grand work’ marries nineteenth century rationality (his 
faith in the omnipotence of the mechanical) and Spiritualism (his belief in lingering 
souls); he wants to use this cultural conjunction as the locus whereby to make redundant 
the very acceptance of mortality towards which Whitman, in his Civil War poetry, 
strives. Gob’s project fails, of course – not because it can’t work, but because the other 
characters, appalled by the machine’s brutality, intervene to prevent Whitman’s murder. 
(The machine in fact does work: Gob takes Whitman’s place, but as he is not a Kosmos, 
and grieves only for Tomo, it is only Tomo who returns.) But this very intervention 
suggests that democracy is, in theory, a problematic concept. If – in a fictional world 
where the dead do linger, where Whitman himself is haunted by Hank Smith – if, even 
then, Whitman’s vision of humanity united cannot be allowed to effect, in Jamison’s 
phrase, the ‘material reality of physical connections across space and time’ in this most 
essential of ways – if the six million who died during the Civil War must remain dead – 
then what are the implications for the utopian democracy to which Whitman is himself 
committed? If, precisely because of an empathic interruption, the grand work of the 
‘national poet’ cannot be allowed to succeed – if the hierarchies between all people must 
not be done away with – must we reconsider the democratic project itself? 
 In his poetry, Whitman’s conceptualization of death – as a finality to which we 
must strive to be reconciled – is at odds with Gob’s, in so far as he writes, in ‘Lilacs’, that 
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when he ‘saw battle-corpses, myriads of them, / And the white skeletons of young men’ 
and ‘the debris and debris of all the slain soldiers of the war’, he adds that ‘they were not 
as was thought, / They themselves were fully at rest, they suffer’d not’. In Gob’s Grief, 
though, the dead are definitively not at rest: they mill about; they long to return; they 
haunt several of the characters, including Whitman, and in the novel the ghost of Hank 
Smith is in fact the mouthpiece, if not the implied originator, of much of Leaves of Grass. 
Whitman, here, is a shabby, bewildered figure, easily led, and easily almost destroyed; he 
is coerced by Gob into participating in a project that his war poetry suggests he ought 
really to have opposed on metaphysical grounds – but Gob, a child of democratic dissent, 
cannot be resisted. The novel, aside from its Civil War setting and its characters’ 
universal support of the Union troops, is littered with references to the wider American 
democratic project of the late nineteenth century: Gob’s mother is Victoria Woodhull, a 
real-life leader of the women’s suffrage movement, and his eventual wife writes for 
Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly, a paper that published Marx and Engels and advocated 
strongly for labour reform. For Gob, though, these endeavors are sideshows: his own 
project is far more radical and absolute. His machine aims to make concrete Whitman’s 
lines in ‘For You O Democracy’: ‘I will make the continent indissoluble, / I will make 
the most splendid race the sun ever shone upon’. Gob, then, in dragging Whitman himself 
(literally) into his plans, is using the poet’s utopianism (his democratic vision) to address 
what Gob sees as the inadequacies of actual democracy and the misguided aims of 
Whitman’s own project as a public elegist. That is, he asks: what use is an empathic 
democratic project if death still prevails? And what purpose does grief serve, if one 
doesn’t harness it to tackle grief at its very source – death itself? And yet, it is an 
  
O’Riordan, V. (2019) The Great Work: Whitman and the End of Death in Chris Adrian’s Gob’s Grief 
(2002). Whitman 200, 23-24 May. 
 
6 
empathic impulse that halts Gob’s project. Gob dies, and Whitman lives: Whitman’s 
elegiac grief wins out over Gob’s eschatological version of democracy.  
 So, if, then, Whitman is the poetic embodiment of the American democratic 
project, but Gob’s pushing of that project to its ultimate conclusion reveals its necessary 
limitations, can we still find political value in Whitman’s vision of democracy? At the 
end of Adrian’s novel, Whitman is reduced in stature as a public figure. By the time the 
resurrected Tomo has grown up and the Brooklyn Bridge – that great symbol of industrial 
progress – has been completed, the Kosmos has become a figure of mild repulsion: ‘a 
man who pinched Tomo every time he saw him and demanded kisses like a bearded, bad-
breathed aunt’. (2014, p.378) And yet, of course, Tomo lives: he himself embodies the 
urgency and strength of Gob’s vision of democracy, itself inspired (and powered) by 
Whitman’s. The writing of a novel first published in 2002 might well predate the events 
of 9/11, but it’s an interesting text read in light of that catastrophe: the American 
democratic project has undergone more significant shifts, perhaps, in the last eighteen 
years than in the years spanning Whitman’s death and the collapse of the World Trade 
Center. National mourning, in twenty-first century America, is no longer a matter of 
poetic elegies, or railing against the anti-democratic nature of death: rather, it manifests 
as armed vengeance, a tightening of immigration legislation, and a grand reconsideration 
of what it means to be American via the USA PATRIOT Act of 2001. Grief, for Whitman 
(and for Gob), was a universal experience and public mourning a universalizing act; 
grief, in today’s America, is a divisive experience, and public mourning a politicized act. 
 Adrian’s subsequent novel, The Children’s Hospital, published in 2006, might be 
read equally as an exploration of grief – grief, this time, on a global scale. Here, the 
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world has ended: God, or a God, has sent a flood, and only those doctors, staff, patients 
and visitors to one particular children’s hospital have survived; it is from this cohort of 
the ill, the worried and the stressed that the new world will be born(e). Adrian’s 
exploration of Christian eschatology here is as idiosyncratic as his vision of the Civil War 
in Gob’s Grief – through the intervention of four strange and terrifying angels in a 
sentient building, and via several miracles and an incurable plague of what his characters 
call ‘the botch’, it is the damaged and sickly children who are to colonize the new ‘New 
World’. What is especially interesting, though, in relation to the earlier novel, is how the 
book suggests we might deal with widespread, or global, catastrophe: neither Gob’s 
experiments with industrial mechanics in Gob’s Grief, nor Vivian’s lists of probable 
causes in The Children’s Hospital, can erase the misery of living in a world that contains 
death. In The Children’s Hospital, Gemma Claflin – in a nice intertextual touch, it’s 
suggested that Gemma is a descendent, probably, of Tomo and Gob – is discovered to 
have a supernatural gift for healing: she can see and hear and respond to the myriad 
problems of the human body. Gemma is, literally, an embodiment of empathy. The 
character of Gemma, then, as a healer, harks back to Whitman himself, as a war nurse; 
the hospital setting returns us to the poet as the ‘wound dresser’. Gemma herself does not 
survive, but it is through Gemma – as through Christ – that the children survive. 
Similarly, in Gob’s Grief, while the dead are not resurrected, it is through a singular act 
of empathy that Whitman survives, that Tomo returns.  
 
In Adrian’s work, then, it is empathy that emerges as Whitman’s true legacy. Jameson 
argues that in Whitman’s poetry (and fiction), ‘empathy is not a choice but an involuntary 
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response to the sight of suffering’, and that ‘this relinquishing of agency is what deepens 
and authenticates [the] acts of empathy’ of his poetic speakers. (2007, p.23) In Gob’s 
Grief, it is just one such empathic act that saves Whitman’s life. If, reading Whitman, it is 
difficult to reconcile his joyous vision of American democracy with the politically 
restrictive and actively hierarchical and prejudicial system that we see today, we can 
remember that it is in individual instances of voluntary and involuntary empathy that true 
democracy lies: that we can make America – or any nation – not great again, but a 
‘Centre of equal daughters, equal sons / All, all alike endear’d’ (America). 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Adrian, C. 2014. Gob’s grief. London ; New York: Granta. 
Jamison, L. 2007. ‘A Thousand Willing Forms’: The Evolution of Whitman’s Wounded 
Bodies. Studies in American Fiction 35(1), pp. 21–42. doi: 10.1353/saf.2007.0013. 
Sychterz, J. 2003. ‘Silently Watch(ing) the Dead’: The Modern Disillusioned War Poet 
and the Crisis of Representation in Whitman’s Drum-Taps. Discourse 25(3), pp. 9–29. 
doi: 10.1353/dis.2005.0007. 
  
